In October 1998, the grand lady of Australian anaesthesia and medical history died.
Gwen, as she was universally known, made enormous contributions to the specialty of anaesthesia professionally, politically and historically.
Gwenifer Catherine May Wilson (nee Bruce) was born on October 12, 1916 at Broken Hill, N.S.W., and was educated at a variety of country schools, ultimately finishing as dux of Orange High School, and duly winning an Exhibition to Sydney University to study medicine.
Dr Wilson graduated in 1939 and became a Junior RMO at Balmain Hospital in suburban Sydney. As was the lot of a resident in those days, she had to administer anaesthetics, and obviously showed some proficiency, as over the following two years she gave some 2,000 anaesthetics and was subsequently encouraged by some of her more insightful surgical colleagues to pursue post-graduate work in that field.
Gwen had the knack of turning those who disagreed with her into allies thereby getting what she wanted. The surgeon who initially opposed her as his resident subsequently became a close friend and taught her spinal anaesthesia (as it was commonly administered by surgeons in those days). Dr Cyril Corlette, a surgeon at Sydney and Balmain Hospitals, taught Gwen regional anaesthesia. Without realizing it at the time, Gwen had provided her first service to Australian anaesthesia and its history when she encouraged Corlette to organize his notes on the subject into a book-A Surgeon's Guide to Local Anaesthesia (A Manual of Shockless Surgery) published in 1948. This was the first book on regional anaesthesia published in this country.
There was a well recognized need by this stage for a postgraduate qualification in anaesthesia. The Diploma of Anaesthesia course in the University of Sydney started in 1944. Thirty-five enrolled for the second Diploma course the following year, but only four finished, with Gwen topping the examinations and becoming the first woman to gain the Australian Diploma.
In her preparation for the Diploma, Gwen was assisted by Dr Andy Distin Morgan, one of the most qualified Australian anaesthetists of the day. Gwen knew many of the founders of modern anaesthesia in this country and counted them as her friends: Geoffrey Kaye, Greta McClelland, Doug Joseph, Harry Daly, Stuart Marshall, Mary Burnell, James McCulloch, Ivor Hotten, Eric Gandevia and Robert Orton to name a few. In 1946 she joined the Australian Society of Anaesthetists and fought the battles necessary for a woman to be appointed as a specialist to major hospitals at that time.
In 1948 she was appointed Honorary Anaesthetist to Balmain, Rachel Forster and Royal North Shore Hospitals and in 1956 to St. George and Sydney Hospitals. This involved an onerous workload. When her first marriage ended, she was faced with the task of raising two children while running a busy practice.
Gwen played her own part in the development of our specialty at a time when it was evolving rapidly, and kept extensive contemporaneous records. As she often used to say when there was uncertainty about a past event: I know, I was there! She was Chairman, N.S.W. section of the ASA from 1951 to 1954, and Federal Secretary from 1954 to 1956. Gwen retired from clinical anaesthesia at 65, but continued administrative work at Concord Hospital, then for the Hospitals Contribution Fund surveying daycare facilities in N.S.W.
Dr Wilson was privileged to live in a time of rapid development in clinical anaesthesia. She saw the arrival of muscle relaxants, newer volatile agents such as halothane and the early days of improved monitoring. She was especially proud of the part that anaesthetists played outside the operating theatre, particularly in the fields of intensive care, resuscitation and pain relief. Even in her eighties, she was always interested in new developments, and we would often discuss interesting cases, new techniques or technology such as fibreoptic intubation or transoesophageal echocardiography. If any new drugs were mentioned she would ask if any of the old problems had resurfaced, such as soda lime interactions, always demonstrating the relevance of history that the old lessons learnt in anaesthesia should not be forgotten.
Gwen also played her part in the academic development of a maturing specialty, as a Founding Member of the Faculty of Anaesthetists, RACS in 1952, and subsequently a Founding Fellow in 1956. She was very proud of the creation of our autonomous College. She was the Honorary Historian to the Faculty, then College, from 1966 to 1992, and Emeritus Historian from 1992 until her death. Gwen served on the Archives Committee with the Royal Australasian College of Surgeons for 20 years and would constantly emphasize the importance of archives and record keeping, so that subsequent historians would not experience the troubles she had faced! The Archives at the ASA were named in her honour in 1994.
In 1962, when ill health forced her to take six months leave, her closest friend, Dr Mary Burnell, suggested she record interviews with some senior members of the specialty. This was to prove a most fortuitous event. In Gwen, she had chosen someone with the tenacity, ability and dedication to make history her life's work, which Gwen did-from 1962 until only a few weeks before her death. Gwen would often say after that fateful afternoon in the British Medical Association Library in Melbourne when she first pored over a file on early anaesthetists-I was hooked!.
Gwen's second husband was Edward Wilson, a surgeon, who happily supported her historical endeavours. One of her prized possessions was the painting of the ship The Lady Howden (seen behind her in the photo) that was given to her by Ted just before his death.
Gwen was an obsessive and accurate researcher who wouldn't accept a single source as reliable without crosschecking-especially if it relied on an individual's memories. She was a self-taught historian with exemplary methods of research and deduction.
She was also a prolific correspondent and it is hoped that copies of her many communications will find their way back to her eponymous archives at the ASA.
Gwen could draw historical comparisons to bring current events into perspective. As she mentioned time and time again, so that the mistakes of the past were not repeated: 
